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Great Lakes, Great Books
Award Reviews
by Lynette Marten Suckow
Summer is a great time to 
catch up on reading and to 
find some new favorite books 
from the Great Lakes Great 
Books Award list. Choose 
from various genres of fiction or stick to the facts 
with nonfiction. The following titles are my per-
sonal favorites from each of the five age levels on 
the GLGB list. After making these titles part of 
your summertime reading, share them with friends 
and go back to the list for more.
The GLGB committee selects 40 books published 
within the last two years to introduce new liter-
ature into K-12 classrooms on an annual basis. 
Teachers and librarians provide students with 
books from their grade level lists and allow them to 
vote on their favorites. GLGB is one of Michigan 
Reading Association’s Student Involvement proj-
ects promoting active participation in the reading 
process by students. You’ll find a classroom ballot, 
promotional bookmarks, and the opportunity to 
nominate a book for next year at: https://www.
michiganreading.org/student-involvement/great-
lakes-great-books
THE TEA PARTY IN THE WOODS by Akiko 
Miyakoshi begins as Kikko sets off across the 
yard in her father’s snowy footsteps. She tries to 
catch up with him because he forgot the pie to be 
delivered to Grandmother. Don’t be lulled into 
thinking this is a rendition of “Little Red Riding 
Hood”—even though readers will see some simi-
larities. Kikko trips in the snow, dropping the pie, 
and then hurries up to keep sight of her father 
in the distance. As her father approaches a house 
Kikko’s never seen before, she realizes she’s been 
following a bear in clothing and is invited by a 
lamb (also in clothing) to a fabulous tea party 
inside. When the guests, 
all forest animals, find out 
that Kikko’s pie is ruined, 
they each contribute a piece 
of their own to make a 
brand new multi-flavored 
pie. Charcoal drawings on 
textured paper are enhanced 
by Kikko’s yellow hair and 
red skirt. The author/illus-
trator provides a storytell-
ing masterpiece on each 
page, especially the last 
page showing Father and 
Grandmother looking down at the pie which is 
hidden from the reader’s view. Was the tea party 
real, or was it an imaginative tale about a walk 
through the woods? The proof ’s in the pie...what 
do you think?
S IS FOR SLEEPING BEAR DUNES: A 
NATIONAL LAKESHORE ALPHABET encour-
ages second and third graders to take a guided tour 
of the Sleeping Bear Dunes near Traverse City in 
northern Michigan through Kathy-jo Wargin’s 
poems and informational text. The poetry offers 
younger readers a quick trip through the pages, 
while the factual paragraphs in smaller text allow 
older readers to absorb more in-depth informa-
tion. “C is for cherries……” is paired up with 
information about how cherries grow well in sandy 
soil and a temperate climate provided by Lake 
Michigan. Besides learning about the geography, 
economics, local culture, and history of the area, 
readers are treated to a visual feast of Gijsbert 
van Frankenhuyzen’s illustrations. A resident of 
Michigan himself, van Frankenhuyzen accurately 
portrays the lakeshore experience in vivid oil paint-
ings. 
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FISH IN A TREE by Linda Mullaly Hunt features 
Ally, who dreads going to school because she can’t 
read and doesn’t want anyone to find out. So far, 
she’s fooled all her teachers and kept other students 
at arm’s length to cleverly hide her secret. Ally 
finally runs out of ways to deflect attention from 
herself when she chooses an inappropriate greeting 
card for her departing teacher because she can’t 
read the message. On top of that, there’s a new 
teacher, Mr. Daniels, scheduled to start work the 
very next day. Ally thinks he’ll be easy to fool, but 
he turns out to be the first teacher who recognizes 
the signs of her dyslexia. He also offers to work 
with her after school and makes an effort to build 
up her self-esteem in the classroom. Mr. Daniels 
sums up her learning disability with a phrase that 
also sums up his rationale for teaching: “Everybody 
is smart in different ways. But if you judge a fish 
by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its life 
believing it is stupid.” As Ally’s confidence grows, 
she reaches out to other students to form alliances 
and friendships. Keisha, a talented baker, Albert 
the scientist, and Oliver who talks through every 
problem, are already good readers, and they soon 
share their academic strengths and challenges with 
Ally. This story will warm your heart with the hope 
that every student has the chance to succeed.
ORBITING JUPITER by Gary D. Schmidt is 
the story of Joseph Brooks, the stereotypical bad 
boy–tough and unpredictable–who is only 14 years 
old. An abusive father has raised him and a year 
ago, he fathered a child of his own with another 
13-year-old. All of this unconventional activity 
lands him in foster care with Jack Hurd and his 
parents. Jack is a little younger than Joseph and 
narrates the story for readers. Good parenting by 
the Hurds, along with several teachers who rec-
ognize Joseph’s intellect, gradually loosen him up 
and allow him to reveal his whole story, including 
a yearning to see his daughter named Jupiter. Jack 
can count the number of times Joseph has smiled 
during his stay and, as he relaxes into his nurtur-
ing surroundings, they begin to add up faster. The 
future is looking good for Joseph until his father 
shows up and tries to use him and Jupiter for 
financial gain. Readers won’t be able to predict the 
plotline twists toward the end of the book because 
of Schmidt’s masterful storytelling. After digest-
ing the impact of ORBITING JUPITER, readers 
may want to pick up some of Schmidt’s earlier 
award-winning books, such as LIZZIE BRIGHT 
AND THE BUCKMASTER BOY (2004), THE 
WEDNESDAY WARS (2007),and its sequel, 
OKAY FOR NOW (2011).
THE BOY IN THE BLACK SUIT by Jason 
Reynolds begins in Matt’s senior year as he reels 
from the recent death of his mother. He can’t 
seem to forget the images of his mother’s funeral, 
but needs to get back to the reality of school and 
work. He takes a job at the funeral home and, 
drawn to the grieving families, attends the funer-
als held there. It’s like therapy, so he puts on his 
black suit each day to blend in with the mourners. 
While Matt is trying to get himself together, his 
father starts to hit the bottle as he grieves his wife’s 
death and ends up in the hospital. Matt is without 
parental guidance at this point, but he relies on his 
best friend, Chris, and his new friend and roman-
tic interest, Lovey, who just lost her grandmother 
and primary caregiver. The two lost souls connect 
on several levels, including a childhood secret they 
share without knowing it.
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